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The Politics of Asylum: 
Salvadoran Women 
and U.S. Policy Jennifer GerrardChicago, Illinois
These are the words o f Salvadoran COMADRES activist Maria 
Teresa Tula. During the civil war in El Salvador, she worked 
w ith  other women to  locate the disappeared and protest 
government repression. Tula experienced a m ultitude of 
beatings, torture, harassment, humiliation, and threats from 
the Salvadoran military, yet Tula's story did not convince the 
American government tha t she had been persecuted and Tula 
was subsequently denied political asylum. Tula's denial is not 
unique: women have great difficulty in obtaining political 
asylum due to  the language of the law, narrow definitions of 
persecution, politics, and disbelief. This article w ill examine 
the construction o f asylum law and its exclusion of women. By 
analyzing legislation, court cases, and governm ent 
statements, I w ill attem pt to  pull out the gender assumptions 
at play in U.S. asylum policy. Finally, I w ill utilize testimonio 
literature to  illustrate how women are persecuted in a gender- 
specific manner and the ways in which Salvadoran women 
resisted the violence they faced.
It is estimated that women comprise seventy-five percent of 
refugees and the displaced (Wali 336). The definition of a 
refugee that is generally recognized today was constructed in 
the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees as a 
person who "owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted 
fo r reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country 
of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country 
(LeMay 237)." The categories of persecution have remained
relatively static since this definition was written. Twenty-nine 
years later, the 1980 Refugee Act was created and its definitions 
of a refugee are generally the same as those created in 1951. 
Asylum is the legal protection offered by a country to  protect 
refugees (particularly those fleeing political persecution). This
Women in front of an FMLN mural in El Sal\
Introduci I felt the point of the knife on me and then I felt the baby. 
At that point I could only think of the baby. They put the 
point of the knife into me again.
"Yes, now I am going to kill you/' one of them spat out.
Then another man came in. He said, "Don't hurt her like 
that. Why are you treating her like that?" He was trying to act 
like he was going to be nice to me. But then they drew me on 
the floor and the other one said, "No, no. We can't let women 
like her just leave. We have to take them and just fuck them." 
And then they both raped me.
I think this was probably the worst thing that happened to 
me. I'll never forget it. At that moment I wanted to die (Tula 135).
defend the patriarchal structure and 
privileged status of "masculinity" more 
blatantly than do other authoritarian 
states. The military state understands 
itself to be run for the perpetuation 
and extension of the values of the 
military, masculinity, power, and public 
authority...It is founded on the 
assumption that women and notions of 
the "feminine" are tools to be used by 
men; simultaneously, militarism as an 
ideology purports that women are 
fearsome threats to public order, to the 
hierarchy defined and controlled by 
men (Bunster 102).
The ignorance about women's 
specific status in the world and as 
displaced people goes beyond the 
refugee camp: gender-blind asylum 
legislation and biased immigration 
judges also clearly misjudge the 
"equality" between men and women.
Because the emphasis on women's 
morality is particularly strong, any kind 
of sexual torture is extremely hard­
hitting; it may cause the survivor to 
have unrelenting shame in her own 
body and prevent her from talking 
about the violence out of fear of social 
ostracism.
Female body parts become a key point 
of difference between men and women 
prisoners. Women's sexual body parts: 
the breasts, the womb, and the genitals 
are all sites of intense cruelty.
It seems that military regimes exhibit 
the impulse of the state to secure and
t h e  w o m a n  t o  s t r i p .  T h i s  i s  m e a n t  t o  
i n v o k e  s h a m e  a n d  t o  e n t e r t a i n  t h e  
c a p t o r s .  T h i s  i s  m a t c h e d  w i t h  r i d i c u l e ,  
m i n d - g a m e s ,  b e a t i n g s ,  a n d  e x t r e m e  
o b j e c t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  w o m a n ' s  b o d y  
( B u n s t e r  1 1 1 ) .  R a p e  a n d  s e x u a l  a s s a u l t  
a r e  c o m m o n  f o r m s  o f  t o r t u r e  a s  w e l l .  I n  
a  s o c i e t y  w h e r e  a  w o m a n ' s  s e x u a l i t y  i s  
c l o s e l y  g u a r d e d ,  b e i n g  r a p e d  h a s  a  
t r e m e n d o u s  e f f e c t  o n  a  w o m a n ' s  s e n s e  
o f  s e l f - w o r t h  a n d  t r u s t .  P h y s i c a l l y ,  a  
s e x u a l  a s s a u l t  s u r v i v o r  h a s  t o  d e a l  w i t h  
t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  p r e g n a n c y  a n d  S T D s ,  
a s  w e l l  a s  i n t e r n a l  i n j u r y .  T h e s e  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  m a y  l e a d  a  w o m a n  t o  h a v e  
p r o l o n g e d  p h y s i c a l  i n j u r y  a n d  d e e p  
s t r e s s ,  w o r r y ,  a n d  d e p r e s s i o n .
T h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  r e s u l t s  f r o m  t o r t u r e  a r e  
n u m e r o u s  a n d  d e e p l y  e m b e d d e d .  S u c h  
p e r s e c u t i o n ,  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  a t  t h e  h a n d s  
o f  m e n ,  u n d o u b t e d l y  c a n  c r e a t e  a n  
i n t e n s e  f e a r  o f  m e n .  T h i s  c a n  h a v e  a  
s i g n i f i c a n t  i m p a c t  o n  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  
w i t h  f a m i l y ,  f r i e n d s ,  a n d  s p o u s e s .  
S u r v i v i n g  s e x u a l  v i o l e n c e ,  w i t h o u t  
t r e a t m e n t ,  c a n  l e a d  t o  d e p r e s s i o n  a n d  
s u i c i d e .  T h e  s h a m e  t h a t  c o m e s  w i t h  
v i o l e n c e  s u c h  a s  d i s f i g u r e m e n t  a n d  r a p e  
c a n  p r e v e n t  a  w o m a n  f r o m  e v e r  s p e a k i n g  
a b o u t  t h e  c r i m e s  d o n e  a g a i n s t  h e r .  I n  t h e  
C a t h o l i c  c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t  o f  E l S a l v a d o r ,  
t h i s  h u m i l i a t i o n  i s  i n t e n s i f i e d  d u e  t o  t h e  
s t r i c t  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  w o m a n h o o d .  R a p e  
a n d  s e x u a l  a s s a u l t  a l s o  l e a v e  w o m e n  
f e e l i n g  d i s e m p o w e r e d .  S u c h  a  l a c k  o f  
c o n t r o l  o v e r  w h a t  h a p p e n s  t o  o n e ' s  b o d y  
i s  d e v a s t a t i n g  t o  a  w o m a n ' s  p s y c h e .  
E x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  t o r t u r e  c a n  a f f e c t  h e r  
s l e e p  a n d  a b i l i t y  t o  f u n c t i o n  i n  s o c i e t y .  
T h e  h o r r i f i c  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h a t  s o  a n y  
S a l v a d o r a n  w o m e n  f a c e d  d u r i n g  t h e  w a r  
p r o m p t e d  m a n y  t o  a p p l y  f o r  a s y l u m  i n  
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  w i t h  t h e  h o p e  t h a t  t h e  
s e r v i c e s  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h e  U . S .  a n d  t h e  
r e l a t i v e l y  s t a b l e  e n v i r o n m e n t  c o u l d  
p r o v i d e  a  s a f e  h a v e n .
T H E  1 9 8 0  R E F U G E E  R C T :  
H I S T O R Y  A N D  T E R M S
T h e  1 9 8 0  R e f u g e e  A c t  w a s  b o r n  o u t  o f  
t h e  b r u n t  o f  C a r t e r ' s  p r e s i d e n c y .  
C o n t r o v e r s y  a b o u t  t h e  p r i o r  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  
t h e  1 9 5 3  R e f u g e e  R e l i e f  A c t ,  p r o m p t e d  
a  c h a n g e  i n  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  
l e g i s l a t i o n  I t  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  b e t w e e n  
" r e f u g e e s "  a n d  " e s c a p e e s , "  t h e  l a t e r  
b e i n g  t h o s e  f l e e i n g  c o m m u n i s t  r e g i m e s ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  t h o s e  s u p p o r t e d  b y  t h e  U . S .  
g o v e r n m e n t  ( L e M a y  2 3 7 ) .  T h e  e m p h a s i s  
o n  c o m m u n i s m  l e a d  t o  p o l i c i e s  t h a t  
d r a s t i c a l l y  p r i o r i t i z e d  t h o s e  f l e e i n g  
" c o m m u n i s t "  r e g i m e s ,  l e a v i n g  l i t t l e  
r o o m  f o r  t h o s e  s e e k i n g  a s y l u m  f r o m
a u t h o r i t a r i a n  a n d  m i l i t a r y  d i c t a t o r s h i p s .  
T h e  1 9 8 0  R e f u g e e  A c t  r e m e d i e d  t h i s  b y  
t a k i n g  o u t  c o m m u n i s m  f r o m  i t s  l i s t  o f  
p e r s e c u t i o n s .  T h e  A c t  d e f i n e s  a  r e f u g e e  
w o r t h y  o f  a s y l u m  a s :
. . . a n y  p e r s o n  w h o  i s  o u t s i d e  o f  a n y  
c o u n t r y  o f  s u c h  p e r s o n ' s  n a t i o n a l i t y  
. . . u n a b l e  o r  u n w i l l i n g  t o  r e t u r n  t o ,  a n d  
i s  u n a b l e  o r  u n w i l l i n g  t o  a v a i l  h i m s e l f  o r  
h e r s e l f  o f  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  o f ,  t h a t  
c o u n t r y  b e c a u s e  o f  p e r s e c u t i o n  o r  a  
w e l l - f o u n d e d  f e a r  o f  p e r s e c u t i o n  o n  
a c c o u n t  o f  r a c e ,  r e l i g i o n ,  n a t i o n a l i t y ,  
m e m b e r s h i p  i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  g r o u p ,  
o r  p o l i t i c a l  o p i n i o n . . . ( L e M a y ,  2 7 3 ) .
B e s i d e s  t h i s  m i n o r  a l t e r a t i o n ,  t h e  
l a n g u a g e  r e m a i n s  s t r i k i n g l y  s i m i l a r  t o  
t h e  p r e v i o u s  l e g i s l a t i o n .  L i k e w i s e ,  t h e  
C a r t e r  a n d  R e a g a n  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n s  
c o n t i n u e d  t o  p r e f e r  t h o s e  f l e e i n g  
c o m m u n i s t  r e g i m e s  a n d  t o  r e j e c t  t h o s e  
e s c a p i n g  f r o m  r e p r e s s i v e  g o v e r n m e n t s .  
T h i s  w a s  o f t e n  t i e d  t o  U . S .  p o l i t i c a l
A  w o m a n  v ic tim  o f  El S a lv a d o r 's  g o v e r n m e n t  r e p r e s s io n .  
P h o t o  b y  M ik e  O s o .  h t t p : / / m i k e o s o . h o m e s t e a d . c o m
s u p p o r t  o f  t h o s e  m i l i t a r y  r e g i m e s ,  s u c h  
a s  i n  E l  S a l v a d o r .  I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  
c l a r i f y  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  t h a t  a s y l u m  p o l i c y  
s h o u l d  n o t  b e  s e e n  a s  h a v i n g  a  p u r e l y  
h u m a n i t a r i a n  f u n c t i o n .  T h o u g h  i t  m a y  
h a v e  s o m e  h u m a n i t a r i a n  i n t e r e s t s  i n  
m i n d ,  t h e  d e c i s i o n  t o  a l l o w  r e f u g e e s  
f r o m  a  c o u n t r y  i s  h i g h l y  p o l i t i c a l .  B y  
g r a n t i n g  r e f u g e e s  a s y l u m ,  t h e  
g o v e r n m e n t  i s  p u b l i c l y  d e n o u n c i n g  
t h e  p o w e r s  t h a t  o p p r e s s  i n  t h a t  
c o u n t r y  ( L o e s h e r  a n d  M o n a h a n ,  1 5 ) .  I n  
t h e  c a s e  o f  E l  S a l v a d o r ,  r e f u g e e s  w e r e  
c o n s i s t e n t l y  d e n i e d  f o r  y e a r s  b e c a u s e  
a l l o w i n g  t h e m  w o u l d  h a v e  d i s r u p t e d  
t h e  U . S . ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  i n t e r v e n e  i n  E l 
S a l v a d o r .  B e c a u s e  t h e  U . S .  w a s  
f i n a n c i a l l y  a n d  m i l i t a r i l y  s u p p o r t i n g  
t h e  S a l v a d o r a n  g o v e r n m e n t ,  t o  g r a n t  
a s y l u m  t o  t h o s e  p e r s e c u t e d  b y  t h e  
g o v e r n m e n t  w o u l d  b e  t o  d e n o u n c e  
i t s e l f .  T h i s  p r a c t i c e  i s  b l a t a n t l y  c l e a r  i n
t h e  a p p r o v a l  r a t e s  o f  S a l v a d o r a n  
a p p l i c a n t s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 8 0 s .  I n  1 9 8 1 ,  
w h e n  t h e  w a r  w a s  r e a c h i n g  a  b o i l i n g  
p o i n t ,  t w o  S a l v a d o r a n  a p p l i c a n t s  w e r e  
a p p r o v e d  a n d  5 , 5 1 0  w e r e  d e n i e d .  I n  
1 9 8 3 ,  t h e  a p p l i c a n t  p o o l  s w e l l e d  t o  
1 3 , 0 4 5  a n d  3 2 8  w e r e  a p p r o v e d  
( L o e s c h e r  a n d  S c a n l a n  1 9 3 ) .
T h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  1 9 8 0  R e f u g e e  A c t  
i s  g e n d e r  b l i n d ,  i n  t h a t  i t  i s  w r i t t e n  w i t h  
t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  i t  w o u l d  b e  
i m p l e m e n t e d  i n  s u c h  a  w a y  t h a t  t h e  
g e n d e r  o f  t h e  a p p l i c a n t  w o u l d  n o t  
m a t t e r .  I t  d o e s  n o t  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  
b e t w e e n  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  a p p l i c a n t s  
e x p l i c i t l y .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  c o m m o n l y  u s e d  
d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  " p e r s e c u t i o n , "  " s o c i a l  
g r o u p , "  a n d  " p o l i t i c a l  a f f i l i a t i o n , "  a s  
w e l l  a s  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  
p u b l i c / p r i v a t e  d i s t i n c t i o n  o f  c r i m e s  
i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  a n d r o c e n t r i s m ,  o r  m a l e -  
c e n t e r e d n e s s ,  o f  a s y l u m  l a w .  W h e n  
a n a l y z e d ,  i t  b e c o m e s  a b u n d a n t l y  c l e a r  
t h a t  t h e  l e g i s l a t i o n  w a s  w r i t t e n  b y  m e n ,  
t h e  " t y p i c a l "  a p p l i c a n t  i s  p r e s u m e d  
m a l e ,  a n d  t h a t  t h e  l a w  g e n e r a l l y  p r e f e r s  
m a l e  a p p l i c a n t s  a n d  m e n ' s  e x p e r i e n c e s .
T h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p e r s e c u t i o n  i n  t h e  
1 9 8 0  R e f u g e e  A c t  o n l y  i n c l u d e s  
v i o l e n c e  i n f l i c t e d  d u e  t o  " r a c e ,  
r e l i g i o n ,  n a t i o n a l i t y ,  m e m b e r s h i p  i n  a  
p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  g r o u p ,  o r  p o l i t i c a l  
o p i n i o n  ( L e M a y  2 7 3 ) . "  T h i s  d e f i n i t i o n  
i s  l i m i t e d  t o  a s p e c t s  o f  w h a t  a r e  
t y p i c a l l y  s e e n  i n  w e s t e r n  s o c i e t y  a s  
" c i v i l  r i g h t s . "  T h e s e  t y p e s  o f  r i g h t s  
t e n d  t o  e x c l u d e  w o m e n .
T h e  p r i m a c y  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  g i v e n  t o  c i v i l  a n d  
p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s  b y  d e v e l o p e d  n a t i o n s  i s  
d i r e c t e d  t o w a r d  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  m e n  w i t h i n  
p u b l i c  l i f e ,  i n  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  
g o v e r n m e n t .  B u t  t h i s  is  n o t  t h e  a r e n a  w h i c h  
w o m e n  m o s t  n e e d  p r o t e c t i o n .  T h e  
o p e r a t i o n  o f  p u b l i c / p r i v a t e  d i s t i n c t i o n  a t  a  
g e n d e r e d  l e v e l  i s  s e e n  m o s t  c l e a r l y  i n  t h e  
d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h o s e  c i v i l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  r i g h t s  
c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
f r o m  v i o l e n c e  ( C h a r l e s w o r t h  1 0 6 ) .
T h i s  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a s y l u m  p o l i c y  
d e n i e s  t h e  r i g h t s  o f  w o m e n ,  w h i c h  a r e  
s e e n  a s  " p r i v a t e . "
T h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  " s o c i a l  g r o u p "  c o m e s  
f r o m  S a n c h e z - T r u j i l l o  v . I N S  a n d  r e a d s  a s  
f o l l o w s :  " a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  p e o p l e  c l o s e l y  
a f f i l i a t e d  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r ,  w h o  a r e  
a c t u a t e d  b y  s o m e  c o m m o n  i m p u l s e  o r  
i n t e r e s t "  ( S a n c h e z - T r u j u i l l o ,  1 5 7 6 ) .  F r o m  
t h i s ,  t h e  c o u r t  i n  G o m e z  v . I N S  s t a t e s  
t h a t ,  " P o s s e s s i o n  o f  b r o a d l y - b a s e d  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  s u c h  a s  y o u t h  a n d  g e n d e r  




Because the law-making institutions of 
international legal order have always 
been, and continue to be, dominated by 
men, international human rights law 
has developed to reflect the experiences 
of men and largely to exclude those of 
women, rendering suspect the claim of 
the objectivity and universality of 
international human rights system itself 
is recognized and transformed, no real 
progress for women can be achieved 
(Charlesworth 103).
In this light, violence against women is 
not seen as systematic. Instead, it is 
viewed as personal violence, violence 
that occurs within the realm of the 
home or the "private" realm. From the 
perspective of the U.S. government, 
these "private" matters (i.e. domestic 
violence, sexual assault, gender-specific 
torture and mutilation) are matters best 
left to the criminal justice systems of the 
home country (Charlesworth and 
Chinkin 56).
Sexual assault
is an epidemic in the United States. 
Criticizing the prevalence of violence 
against women elsewhere in the globe
would make the U.S. government look 
hypocritical, since very little has been done 
to decrease the amount of sexual assaults 
in the U.S. or to prosecute those guilty for 
such crimes.
At the opportunity of receiving military 
or any sort of training, women would 
go where the men were because they 
had the space and the time, women had 
to take care of the house, and if you 
were young, you had to take care of 
your brothers and sisters. The logical 
result was that men keep having more 
opportunities to advance...and because 
of these capabilities they are in 
commanding posts; they decide how a 
strategy is going to be defined and we 
are not there...They don't take us into 
account (Shayne 14).
17 VU loa
A p p r o x i m a t e l y  t h i r t y  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  
F M L N  w a s  f e m a l e  ( C o s g r o v e  1 ) .  D e s p i t e  
t h i s  r e l a t i v e l y  h i g h  f e m a l e  m e m b e r s h i p ,  
o n l y  a  f e w  w o m e n  o c c u p i e d  p o s i t i o n s  
o f  l e a d e r s h i p .  T h e  o v e r w h e l m i n g  
m a j o r i t y  o f  w o m e n  h e l d  n o n -  
c o m b a t a n t  r o l e s :  c o o k i n g ,  r a d i o  w o r k ,  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  h e a l t h  c a r e ,  e t c .  
( S h a y n e  7 ) .  D u e  t o  t h e  m i x t u r e  o f  
f a m i l i a l  o b l i g a t i o n ,  r e j e c t i o n ,  a n d  
t r a d i t i o n a l i s m ,  m a n y  w o m e n  l o o k e d  f o r  
a l t e r n a t i v e s  t o  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s .  T h e s e  
w o m e n  f o r m e d  t h e i r  o w n  g r a s s r o o t s  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  w h i c h  t e n d  t o  o p e r a t e  
m o r e  c o l l e c t i v e l y .  M u c h  o f  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  
w o r k  i s  n o t  r e c o g n i z e d  b e c a u s e  i t s  
p r e d o m i n a n t  f e m a l e  m e m b e r s h i p  i s  
s t e r e o t y p e d  a s  " p r i v a t e "  w o r k .
M o s t  f a m i l i e s  i n  E l  S a l v a d o r  a r e  l e d  b y  
s i n g l e  m o t h e r s ,  w h i c h  p u t s  a n  
a d d i t i o n a l  s t r a i n  o n  w o m e n ' s  t i m e ,  
e n e r g y ,  a n d  r e s o u r c e s .  T h o s e  w h o  a r e  
m a r r i e d  d e a l  w i t h  m a c h i s m o  a n d  
c o n t r o l  f r o m  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s .
W o m e n  a c t i v i s t s  f r o m  E l  
S a l v a d o r  w r i t e  a t  l e n g t h  
a b o u t  t h e  r e s i s t a n c e  t h e y  
f a c e d  f r o m  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s ,  
w h i c h  s o m e t i m e s  e s c a l a t e d  
t o  t h r e a t s  o f  d i v o r c e .
W h a t  w o u l d  I d o  i f  h e  l e f t ?  I 
w a s  v e r y  y o u n g ;  I h a d  
c h i l d r e n  a n d  n o  s e c u r e  
j o b . . . A l l  t h e  w o m e n  i n  C O ­
M A D R E S  h a d  p r o b l e m s  a t  
h o m e  j u s t  l i k e  m e .  I n  f a c t ,  
m a n y  o f  t h e i r  p r o b l e m s  w e r e  
w o r s e  t h a n  m i n e .  T h e y  h a d  
m a c h o  h u s b a n d s  w h o  b e a t  
t h e m ,  s l e p t  a r o u n d ,  d r a n k ,  
a n d  s p e n t  t h e  f a m i l y ' s  f o o d  
m o n e y  o n  l i q u o r  a n d  o t h e r  
w o m e n  ( T u l a  7 0 ) .
s e x u a l  a s s a u l t  p o l i c y ,  v i c t i m  b l a m i n g ,  
d i s m i s s a l  o f  v i o l e n c e  a g a i n s t  w o m e n ,  
a n d  t h e  p a s s i v e  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  r a p e .  
W i t h  a s y l u m  p o l i c y ,  s e x i s t  r h e t o r i c  i s  p u t  
i n t o  a n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o n t e x t ,  m i x e d  
w i t h  n o t i o n s  o f  t h e  f e m a l e  " o t h e r , "  a n d  
m e r g e d  w i t h  f r e n z i e d  C o l d  W a r  
c o m m u n i s t  p a r a n o i a .
O v e r  a n d  o v e r  a g a i n ,  s e x u a l  a s s a u l t  h a s  
b e e n  d e e m e d  a  " p r i v a t e "  m a t t e r  b y  t h e  
c o u r t  s y s t e m .  A s  n o t e d  e a r l i e r ,  b y  n a m i n g  
r a p e  a s  " p r i v a t e "  o r  " p e r s o n a l "  i n  n a t u r e ,  
t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  d e n i e s  a n y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
f o r  a c t i o n .  I n  a n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  c o n t e x t ,  t h e  
g o v e r n m e n t  t r a n s f e r s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  t h e  
h o m e  g o v e r n m e n t  o f  t h e  v i c t i m  
( C h a r l e s w o r t h  1 0 6 ) .  T h i s  i s  d e e p l y  
p r o b l e m a t i z e d  i n  a  s i t u a t i o n  s u c h  a s  
S a l v a d o r a n  w o m e n .  D u r i n g  t h e  w a r ,  t h e  
m i l i t a r y  w a s  t r a i n e d ,  l e d ,  a n d  f u n d e d  b y  
t h e  U . S .  g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  t h e  m i l i t a r y  
f a c t i o n s  w e r e  t h e  s e c t s  t h a t  
o v e r w h e l m i n g l y  c o m m i t t e d  m o s t  o f  t h e
a  m o t h e r  o f  t h r e e  c h i l d r e n  a n d  
c o n t i n u e d  t o  w o r k  o u t  o f  f e a r .  T h e  
d i s s e n t i n g  j u d g e  a d a m a n t l y  c l a i m s  t h a t  
b e c a u s e  L a z o - M a j a n o  k n e w  h e r  
a s s a i l a n t ,  t h e  v i o l e n c e  w a s  p e r s o n a l .  
" S h e  m a y  i n d e e d  h a v e  s u f f e r e d  
e m o t i o n a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  a b u s e  i n  t h e  
c o u r s e  o f  h e r  p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  
S e r g e a n t  Z u ñ i g a ,  b u t  s u c h  m i s t r e a t m e n t  
i s  c l e a r l y  p e r s o n a l  i n  n a t u r e  a n d  d o e s  n o t  
c o n s t i t u t e  p o l i t i c a l  p e r s e c u t i o n  w i t h i n  
t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  t h e  i m m i g r a t i o n  l a w s "  
( L a z o - M a j a n o  v . I N S  1 4 3 6 ) .  H e  a d h e r e s  t o  
a  s t r i c t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a w  t h a t  
e x c l u d e s  m o s t  f o r m s  o f  v i o l e n c e  a g a i n s t  
w o m e n .  " T h e  s t a t u t o r y  c o n c e p t  d o e s  n o t  
p u r p o r t  t o  a d d r e s s  t h e  g e n e r a l  p l i g h t  o f  
m e n  o r  w o m e n  i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  
o r d e r . . . N e i t h e r  d o e s  i t  e n d e a v o r  t o  
e x t e n d  t h e  l a w s  o f  a s y l u m  o r  
w i t h h o l d i n g  o f  d e p o r t a t i o n  t o  t h e  
m y r i a d  o n e - o n - o n e  i n t e r p e r s o n a l  
c o n f l i c t s  o f  e m o t i o n a l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  
c o n f r o n t a t i o n  n o t  s e t  f o r t h  i n  t h e  
s t a t u t e s "  ( L a z o - M a j a n o  v. I N S  
1 4 3 7 ) .  T h i s  r e f u s a l  t o  s e e  
s e x u a l  a s s a u l t  a s  a n y t h i n g  
b u t  p e r s o n a l  i g n o r e s  t h e  
p r e v a l e n c e  o f  s e x u a l  a s s a u l t  
w o r l d w i d e  a n d  t h e  u s e  o f  
r a p e  a s  a  p o l i t i c a l  ( a n d  
t h e r e f o r e  " p u b l i c "  b y  
p a t r i a r c h a l  d e f i n i t i o n )  t o o l .
D i s t r i b u t i n g  f o o d  a t  t h e  C O M A D R E S  o f f i c e  in  El S a l v a d o r .  P h o t o  b y  M i k e  O s o .  
h t t p : / / m i k e o s o . h o m e s t e a d . c o m
T h e  c u l t u r a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  t h a t  w o m e n  
l i v e  u n d e r  i n  E l  S a l v a d o r  a n d  a r o u n d  t h e  
w o r l d  m a k e  i t  e x t r e m e l y  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  
w o m e n  t o  w o r k  w i t h i n  t h e  " p u b l i c "  
r e a l m  o f  p o l i t i c s .
C O U R T  D E C I S I O N S :  T H E  
L A N G U A G E  O F  O P P R E S S I O N
T h e  p u b l i c / p r i v a t e  d i c h o t o m y  i s  o n e  o f  
t h e  m a n y  p a t r i a r c h a l  m e c h a n i s m s  t h a t  
h a v e  b e e n  e n a c t e d  i n  o r d e r  t o  d i m i n i s h  
w o m e n ' s  e x p e r i e n c e s .  T h e  s e x i s t  
l a n g u a g e  o f  a s y l u m  d e c i s i o n s  i s  s i m i l a r  
t o  t h e  l a n g u a g e  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  t y p i c a l l y  
u s e d  i n  t h e  W e s t  t o  m i n i m i z e  a l l  
v i o l e n c e  a n d  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  
w o m e n .  T h i s  i n c l u d e s  " l a i s s e z - f a i r e "
a t r o c i t i e s .  W h e n  a  f e m a l e  a s y l u m  a p p l i c a n t  
l o o k s  f o r  a s s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  U .S .  s y s t e m ,  t h e y  
a r e  p u t  i n t o  a  n o - w i n  s i t u a t i o n :  t h e i r  
g o v e r n m e n t  c o m m i t s  t h e  v i o l e n c e ,  a n d  t h e  
U .S .  d i r e c t s  t h e i r  c a s e  r i g h t  b a c k  t o  t h e  
j u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  t h e  a s s a i l a n t s .
T h e  d i s s e n t i n g  o p i n i o n  i n  t h e  c a s e  L a z o -  
M a j a n o  v . I N S  i s  a  c l e a r  e x a m p l e  o f  t h e  
p r i v a t i z a t i o n  o f  v i o l e n c e  a g a i n s t  
w o m e n .  I n  1 9 8 2 ,  L a z o - M a j a n o  l e f t  h e r  
h u s b a n d  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  d a n g e r o u s  
a b a n d o n m e n t  o f  a  r i g h t - w i n g  
p a r a m i l i t a r y  g r o u p .  H i s  d e s e r t i o n  r i s k e d  
p u t t i n g  h e r  f a m i l y  i n  g r a v e  d a n g e r .  
S o o n  a f t e r ,  a  S e r g e a n t  w h o m  s h e  h a d  
k n o w n  i n  c h i l d h o o d  o f f e r e d  h e r  w o r k .  
U p o n  s t a r t i n g  t h e  j o b ,  h e  r a p e d  h e r  a t  
g u n p o i n t  a n d  l a t e r  w i t h  g r e n a d e s .  H e  
a c c u s e d  h e r  o f  b e i n g  a  s u b v e r s i v e .  H e  
t h r e a t e n e d  t o  t o r t u r e  h e r  i f  s h e  e v e r  
t a l k e d  a b o u t  h i s  t o r t u r e  o f  h e r .  S h e  w a s
T h e  c h o i c e  o f  t h e  c o u r t s  t o  
n o t  a c t  i n  c a s e s  o f  s e x u a l  
a s s a u l t  i s  p o l i t i c a l :  i t  r e f l e c t s  
t h e  i d e a  t h a t  v i o l e n c e  
a g a i n s t  w o m e n  i s  d i s m i s s i b l e  
a n d  t r i v i a l .  H e r e ,  l a n g u a g e  i s  
u s e d  t o  c o n t o r t  t h e  
m e a n i n g s  o f  w o m e n ' s  
e x p e r i e n c e s .  T h e  c a s e  o f  
C a m p o s - G u a r d a d o  v . I N S  
i n v o l v e d  a  w o m a n  w h o  h a s  f o r c e d  t o  
w a t c h  t h e  t o r t u r e  a n d  m u r d e r  o f  h e r  
m a l e  r e l a t i v e s  a n d  w a s  s u b s e q u e n t l y  
r a p e d  a n d  t h r e a t e n e d  w i t h  m u r d e r  b y  
m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  m i l i t a r y .  S h e  s u f f e r e d  
f r o m  a  n e r v o u s  b r e a k d o w n  a n d  l a t e r  
r a n  i n t o  o n e  o f  h e r  a s s a i l a n t s ,  w h o  
c o n t i n u e d  t o  s t a l k  a n d  t h r e a t e n  h e r .  
M o r e  t h a n  o n c e  i n  t h e  c a s e ,  t h e s e  
h o r r i b l e  a c t s  o f  v i o l e n c e  a n d  t e r r o r i s m  
w e r e  l a b e l e d  a s  " c i v i l  d i s t u r b a n c e s "  
( C a m p o s - G u a r d a d o  v . I N S  2 8 6 ,  2 9 0 ) .  B y  
l a b e l i n g  r a p e ,  t e r r o r i s m ,  a n d  s t a l k i n g  a s  
" c i v i l  d i s t u r b a n c e s "  t h e  c o u r t  w r i t e s  o f f  
t h e  v i o l e n c e .  I t  b e c o m e s  c o m p a r a b l e  t o  
a n y  c o m m o n  c o m p l a i n t .  T h e  t e r m  " c i v i l  
d i s t u r b a n c e "  c o u l d  b e  u s e d  t o  d e s c r i b e  
s o m e t h i n g  a s  b e n i g n  a s  n o i s y  p a r t y .  
T h u s ,  t h e  v i o l e n c e  t h a t  C o m p o s -  
G u a r d a d o  e x p e r i e n c e d  i s  t r a n s f o r m e d  
i n t o  a  m e r e  i n c o n v e n i e n c e  a n d  
s u p p o s e d l y  b e y o n d  t h e  r e a c h  o f  t h e  l a w .
moments. But when I think about the 
hundreds and thousands of people in El 
Salvador who have similar stories, and 
who never had the opportunity to tell 
anyone, then I feel I have to make a real 
effort to tell my story one more time. 
For them (Tula 174).
When arguing that 
the category "women" is too broad to 
be considered a social group, the judge 
implies that the persecution of women 
is commonplace, " ...w e  do not suggest 
that women who have been repeatedly 
and systematically brutalized by 
particular attackers cannot assert a 
well-founded fear of persecution. We 
cannot, however, find that Gomez has 
demonstrated that she is more 
likely to be persecuted than any 
other young woman"
Testimonios are generally 
told from the vantage point of 
an individual, but the stories 
are meant to be reflective of a 
population of people. The 
"we" in testimonios become 
much more important than the
Stephen points 
out two dangerous pitfalls that 
western readers often fall into: 
objective judgment and 
construction of the "other."
When you give your testimony, you 
start to relive all the difficult things that 
have happened to you. It's very hard to 
constantly remember all those terrible
a c t i o n s .  T h i s  m o d e l  c h a l l e n g e s  t h e  
p a r a d i g m  o f  t h e  I N S ,  w h i c h  t e n d s  t o  
o n l y  r e c o g n i z e  o p p r e s s i o n  i n  o n e  
c o n t e x t :  p u b l i c  p o l i t i c a l  r e p r e s s i o n ,  
i g n o r i n g  s e x i s m ,  r a c i s m ,  c l a s s i s m ,  a n d  a l l  
o t h e r  p o l i t i c s  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  " p u b l i c "  
r e a l m .  M a r i a  T e r e s a  T u l a  t a l k s  a b o u t  t h e  
c o n n e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  h e r  i d e n t i t y  a s  a  
w o m a n  a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s t r u g g l e s  o f  
h e r  c o u n t r y .
I n  E l  S a l v a d o r ,  w e  d o n ' t  r u n  a r o u n d  
c a l l i n g  o u r s e l v e s  f e m i n i s t s ,  b u t  w e  a r e  
f e m i n i s t s  b e c a u s e  w e  a r e  f i g h t i n g  f o r  
o u r  r i g h t s .  T h e  d i f f e r e n c e  f o r  u s  i n  E l 
S a l v a d o r  i s  t h a t  o u r  s t r u g g l e  a s  w o m e n  
c o m e s  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  o u r  s t r u g g l e  f o r  
c h a n g e  i n  E l  S a l v a d o r .  O u r  f e m i n i s m  
d o e s n ' t  j u s t  i n v o l v e  f i g h t i n g  f o r  
o u r s e l v e s ,  b u t  f o r  a  c h a n g e  f o r  a l l  o f  
u s . . . I f  t h e r e  i s n ' t  d r a s t i c  s o c i a l  c h a n g e  i n  
o u r  c o u n t r y ,  t h e n  w e  w i l l  a l w a y s  b e  
o p p r e s s e d ,  e v e n  i f  w e  w i n  o u r  r i g h t s  a s  
w o m e n  ( T u l a  1 2 5 ) .
T u l a ' s  w o r d s  a l s o  c r e a t e  a  b r i d g e  
b e t w e e n  w e s t e r n  f e m i n i s t s  a n d  L a t i n  
A m e r i c a n  w o m e n ,  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h e  
s h o r t s i g h t e d n e s s  o f  w e s t e r n  f e m i n i s m  
t o  o n l y  l o o k  a t  g e n d e r  o p p r e s s i o n .  I n  a n  
a s y l u m  i n t e r v i e w  i t  w o u l d  u n d o u b t e d l y  
b e  r i s k y  t o  d i s c u s s  h o w  U . S .  i n t e r v e n t i o n  
i n  E l  S a l v a d o r  h a s  b e e n  a  m a j o r  s o u r c e  
o f  v i o l e n c e  a n d  r e p r e s s i o n ,  c a u s i n g  a  
p e r s o n  t o  f l e e .  T h i s  c o u l d  b e  i n t e r p r e t e d  
a s  " a n t i - A m e r i c a n , "  r e s u l t i n g  i n  d e n i a l  
o f  a s y l u m .  W o m e n  h a v e  u s e d  t h e i r  
t e s t i m o n i o s  t o  o p p o s e  t h e  U . S . ' s  s u p p o r t  
o f  t h e  S a l v a d o r a n  m i l i t a r y .
N o r t h  A m e r i c a n  w o m e n  c a n  h e l p  
S a l v a d o r a n  w o m e n  b y  e x p l a i n i n g  t o  t h e  
p u b l i c  a b o u t  t h e  r e p r e s s i o n  a g a i n s t  
w o m e n  a n d  c h i l d r e n  t h a t  i s  g o i n g  o n  i n  
E l  S a l v a d o r .  T h e  U . S .  p u b l i c  s h o u l d  k n o w  
t h a t  w o m e n  a n d  c h i l d r e n  c o n t i n u e  t o  
b e  m a s s a c r e d . . . B e c a u s e  U . S .  i n t e r v e n t i o n  
i s  g r o w i n g ,  i t  i s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  i m p o r t a n t  
t h a t  t h e s e  a t r o c i t i e s  b e  d e n o u n c e d  a n d  
b e  m a d e  k n o w n  t o  t h e  N o r t h  A m e r i c a n  
p u b l i c  ( N e w  A m e r i c a s  P r e s s ,  1 0 5 ) .
T u l a  u s e s  h e r  t e s t i m o n i o  t o  s p e a k  o u t  
a b o u t  h e r  b i a s e d  a s y l u m  p r o c e e d i n g s  i n  
t h e  U . S .
T h e  S t a t e  D e p a r t m e n t  o p i n i o n  a t t a c h e d  
t o  m y  a s y l u m  c a s e  s t a t e d  t h a t  I w a s  a  
t e r r o r i s t ,  a n a r c h i s t ,  c o m m u n i s t ,  a n d  a  
g u e r i l l a  f i g h t e r  a n d  t h a t  I w o u l d  
p r e s e n t  a  s e c u r i t y  p r o b l e m  f o r  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  T h e y  s a i d  t h e y  d i d n ' t  
b e l i e v e  t h a t  I w a s  c a p t u r e d  a n d  
t o r t u r e d ;  t h e y  s a i d  I h a d  m a d e  i t  a l l  u p  
j u s t  t o  r e c e i v e  p o l i t i c a l  a s y l u m .  T h e  
S t a t e  D e p a r t m e n t  a l s o  s a i d  t h a t  t h e r e
w a s  r e s p e c t  f o r  h u m a n  r i g h t s  i n  E l 
S a l v a d o r .  T h i s  w a s  t h e i r  a n s w e r  t o  m y  
r e q u e s t  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  a s y l u m "  ( T u l a  1 7 2 ) .
B y  e x p l i c i t l y  n a m i n g  t h e  p o w e r s  t h a t  a r e  
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  r e p r e s s i o n ,  t h e  w o m e n  
i n  t h e s e  t e s t i m o n i o s  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  
h e g e m o n i e s  t h a t  h a v e  o p p r e s s e d  t h e m .  
T h e s e  s t o r i e s  e x e m p l i f y  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  
i n t e r l o c k i n g  o p p r e s s i o n s  a n d  d e f y  t h e  
p o w e r  s t r u c t u r e s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  I N S ,  t h a t  
a t t e m p t  t o  b r a n d  t h e m  w i t h  s i n g l e ­
i d e n t i t i e s .  T h r o u g h  t h e i r  s t o r i e s  t h e y  
b e c o m e  m o r e  t h a n  S a l v a d o r a n  c i t i z e n s :  
t h e y  a r e  L a t i n a s ,  w o m e n ,  m o t h e r s ,  
f e m i n i s t s ,  g u e r i l l a  f i g h t e r s ,  h u m a n  
r i g h t s  a c t i v i s t s ,  u n i o n  o r g a n i z e r s ,  o n l y  
t o  n a m e  a  f e w .
B o o k  p r o v i d e d  b y  T h e  C e n t e r  f o r  L a t i n o  R e s e a r c h
P e r s o n a l  h i s t o r y  i s  f u n d a m e n t a l  t o  
e x p l a i n i n g  o n e ' s  i d e n t i t y  a n d  t h e  
r e a s o n s  b e h i n d  t h e i r  c u r r e n t  s i t u a t i o n .  
T h r o u g h  t e s t i m o n i o s ,  w o m e n  c a n  t e l l  
t h e i r  s t o r i e s ,  b e g i n n i n g  s o m e t i m e s  w i t h  
t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  t h e i r  a n c e s t o r s  o r  w i t h  
t h e i r  o w n  c h i l d h o o d .  O f t e n ,  a  p e r s o n ' s  
e a r l y  h i s t o r y  i s  v i t a l  t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  
t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  v a n t a g e  p o i n t .  C a r m e n  
C o m p o s ,  a  m e m b e r  o f  C O M A D R E S ,  
d e m o n s t r a t e s  h o w  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e  
a c t s  a s  a n  i m p e t u s  f o r  r a d i c a l  p o l i t i c a l  
i n v o l v e m e n t .  C o m p o s '  t h r e e  b r o t h e r s ,  
d a u g h t e r ,  s i s t e r ,  f a t h e r ,  u n c l e ,  s i s t e r  i n  
l a w ,  a n d  c h i l d r e n  w e r e  a l l  d i s a p p e a r e d  
a t  d i f f e r e n t  t i m e s  d u r i n g  t h e  w a r  ( N e w  
A m e r i c a s  P r e s s  5 8 - 5 9 ) .  T h e  m i l i t a r y  
o f t e n  t r i e d  t o  e l i m i n a t e  w h o l e  f a m i l i e s  
o f  a  " s u b v e r s i v e "  i n  a n  a t t e m p t  t o
c l e a n s e  t h e  c o u n t r y  o f  a n y  t i e s  t o  
" c o m m u n i s t s . "  C o m p o s  t h e n  f o u n d  
C O M A D R E S ,  t h e  C o m m i t t e e  o f  M o t h e r s  
o f  t h e  D i s a p p e a r e d  i n  E l  S a l v a d o r .
B e f o r e ,  I f e l t  a l o n e .  M y  l i f e  w a s  s p e n t  
c r y i n g  f o r  m y  c h i l d r e n .  B u t  m y  c h i l d r e n  
a r e  n o  l o n g e r  s u f f e r i n g  a n d  t h e y  w i l l  
n e v e r  c o m e  b a c k  t o  m e .  N o w  I ' m  
f i g h t i n g  f o r  m y  s u f f e r i n g  p e o p l e ,  a n d  
t h i s  i s  t h e  s t r u g g l e  o f  a l l  t h e  m o t h e r s  i n  
m y  c o u n t r y .  A n d  s o  w e  g o  o u t  i n t o  t h e  
s t r e e t s  w i t h o u t  f e a r .  I f  w e  a r e  k i l l e d ,  
w e l l ,  t h a t ' s  t h e  w a y  w e ' l l  d i e .  B u t  w e  
w o n ' t  b e  s i l e n c e d .  A n d  w e  k n o w  t h a t  
o n e  d a y  w e  w i l l  w i n  a n d  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  
w i l l  c h a n g e "  ( N e w  A m e r i c a s  P r e s s  5 9 ) .
M a r i a  T e r e s a  T u l a  s p e n d s  c h a p t e r s  
d i s c u s s i n g  h e r  c h i l d h o o d  i n  p o v e r t y ,  t h e  
p r e s s u r e s  o n  y o u n g  w o m e n  i n  E l  
S a l v a d o r ,  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  h e r  
u n i o n  m e m b e r  h u s b a n d ,  a n d  h e r  
c h i l d r e n .  S h e  a l s o  t a l k s  a b o u t  h e r  
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  f r o m  t h e  w i f e  o f  a  u n i o n  
l e a d e r  i n t o  a  h u m a n  r i g h t s  a c t i v i s t .
I b e g a n  t o  r e a l i z e  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  w h a t  
w a s  g o i n g  o n  b y  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  
t e s t i m o n i e s  o f  t h e  o t h e r  w o m e n .  T h e y  
t o l d  s t o r i e s  o f  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  t a k e n  a w a y  
w o u n d e d ,  t a k e n  a w a y  f r o m  t h e i r  j o b s ,  
d i s a p p e a r e d .  A l l  o f  t h e s e  s t o r i e s  
e n t e r e d  m y  h e a d  a n d  b e g a n  t o  c h a n g e  
t h e  w a y  I t h o u g h t .  " H o w  c a n  i t  b e  t h a t  
a l l  o f  t h i s  g o e s  o n ? "  I w o n d e r e d .  " W h a t  
i s  h a p p e n i n g  a r o u n d  u s ? "  ( T u l a  5 6 ) .
T h e  c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  p e r s o n a l  
e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  w o r k  a r e  
t r a c e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  p e r s o n a l  h i s t o r i e s  
t h a t  l i n e  t h e  t e s t i m o n i o s .
P o l i t i c a l  i n v o l v e m e n t  t a k e s  m a n y  f o r m s ,  
a n d  w o m e n ' s  t e s t i m o n i o s  r e v e a l  t h e  
b r e a d t h  a n d  d e p t h  o f  w o m e n ' s  
r e s i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  p o w e r s  t h a t  b e  a n d  
t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  o r g a n i z e ,  d e s p i t e  t h e i r  
s u b o r d i n a t e  s t a t u s  i n  s o c i e t y .  W o m e n ' s  
t e s t i m o n i o s  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  w a y s  t h a t  
w o m e n  h a v e  m a n e u v e r e d  t h e i r  
s i t u a t i o n s  t o  b e s t  f i t  t h e i r  g o a l s .  F o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  A  S a l v a d o r a n  n u r s e  e x p l a i n e d  
t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o f  t h e  h o s p i t a l s  i n  E l 
S a l v a d o r  d u r i n g  t h e  w a r  a n d  h o w  
n u r s e s  w e r e  o f t e n  k i d n a p p e d  t o  s e r v e  
t h e  a r m y .  D e s p i t e  t h e  f e a r  o f  k i d n a p p i n g ,  
h e r  o w n  s o n ' s  d i s a p p e a r a n c e ,  a n d  t h e  
t h r e a t  o f  b e i n g  r e p o r t e d  f o r  n o t  s i d i n g  
w i t h  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  s h e  h e l p e d  t o  
w r i t e  a  n e w s l e t t e r  w i t h  t h e  N u r s e s  
A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  E l S a l v a d o r  t h a t  p e t i t i o n e d  
t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  ( N e w  A m e r i c a s  P r e s s  4 1 ) .  
M a l e n a ,  a n  a c t i v i s t  w i t h  A M E S  ( W o m e n ' s  
A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  E l S a l v a d o r )  u s e d  h e r  
t e s t i m o n i o  t o  a d d r e s s  e x a c t l y  w h y  t h e
As activist women, we feared that if we 
joined one of the larger mass 
organizations we might be relegated to 
the kitchen, to the laundry or to 
childcare. We wanted to work specifically 
with women, many of whom tend to be 
less politically advanced because of their 
marginalization. For these reasons, we've 
continued to maintain our independence 
as a women's organization (New 
Americas Press 94).
The voices that 
permeate Salvadoran testimonio 
literature are proof that Salvadoran 
women are anything but silent victims. 
Through their survival stories and 
political work, they have redefined 
what it means to be a Salvadoran 
woman by challenging gender roles, 
challenged court system views of 
women by claiming that they do inhabit 
a persecuted social group, and 
demanded to be heard by writing 
testimonios from personal experiences 
and the lives of their communities.
As a Salvadoran woman speaking from 
personal experience to women in the 
United States, I want to say that we have 
been through things you could never 
imagine. We've seen our children 
mutilated, our husbands disappeared. 
We've seen our sisters raped -  even little 
girls as young as six years old. All this has 
been very hard for us, but we keep on 
going, because we want to create a new 
woman and a new society. We want a 
new woman to be born from our 
struggle for a new El Salvador. She will 
be a free woman, with equal rights in 
our society, a women who is no longer a 
slave in her own home. We believe that 
woman all over the world...also face 
oppression and must fight for liberation 
(New Americas Press 47).
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